Circulating lymphocyte subsets in normal adults are variable and can be clustered into subgroups.
Flow cytometry is used to monitor lymphocyte subsets in both the clinical and research settings. An understanding of the degree of inter- and intrasubject variability of these populations is critical for data interpretation. Peripheral blood lymphocytes of 18 healthy adults were analyzed on two separate occasions using a multicolor flow cytometric panel with B, T, and NK cell markers. Variability was calculated using the coefficient of variation and compared between and within individuals using agglomerative clustering. Each subject appears to have B and T cell subset profiles that are stable over the two time points, but differ from the profiles of other subjects. Thus, the range of measurements for a particular B or T cell subset is larger between subjects and narrower for an individual. In addition, the level of variability correlates inversely with the size of the lymphocyte subset. When lymphocyte profiles are analyzed by agglomerative clustering, replicate samples from the same individual tend to cluster. When single samples from different individuals are analyzed, individuals appear to cluster into different subgroups. Variability of lymphocyte subsets is usually greater between individuals than within a single individual and each person appears to have a characteristic profile of lymphocyte subsets. These results underscore the importance of obtaining a baseline value for each subject when investigating the impact of a treatment on lymphocyte subsets over time. These results also highlight the potential utility of cluster analysis as a tool for immune subset profiling and biomarker discovery. © 2011 International Clinical Cytometry Society.